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Design of a MOOC on personal language learning 
environments for digital language skills development

Marta Fondo1 and Angelos Konstantinidis2

Abstract. There is a mismatch between the availability of learning opportunities on 
the internet and the optimised use of them by learners. Disruptive technologies have 
always required time to be integrated into society to fully make use of their benefits. 
The Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) ‘Create your own Personal Language 
Learning Environment (PLLE)’ emerges from the willingness to provide language 
learners with digital and language skills for autonomous learning while fulfilling 
the research interests about exploring the learners’ needs, how they use the internet, 
and how they can become more autonomous. Following the Analysis, Design, 
Development, Implementation, and Evaluation (ADDIE) model for instructional 
design and connectivism principles, the study presents the design process of a 
MOOC which aims to integrate data gathering tools into course content in a way 
that allows iterative formative course evaluations not affecting the learning process. 

Keywords: personal language learning environments, connectivism, online course 
design, MOOC.

1. Introduction

Over the last decades web technologies have drastically changed the way people 
live, work, communicate, and study. Nowadays, language students can boost their 
learning by using a variety of digital tools for language learning while interacting 
virtually with other learners and speakers of their target language. However, only a 
few learners go one step further establishing more complex relationships between 
tools, tasks, and themselves, enriching each other (Buckingham, 2007). In this 
project, we designed a MOOC on PLLE to support language learners in developing 
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language learning strategies and self-managing their learning. The ADDIE model 
(Davis, 2013) is employed for the design and development of the MOOC, whereas 
the theory of connectivism (Siemens, 2005) forms its pedagogical foundation. 
The article presents the stages of the development process of the MOOC in a pre-
pilot phase. The aim of the current study is to present how the ADDIE model and 
connectivism can be used jointly for MOOC design on PLLE. In addition, we 
aimed to showcase a method for developing course content which also allows data 
gathering in order to carry out a less intrusive research.

2. Method

The design and development of the MOOC on PLLE is based on two theoretical 
cornerstones. It is guided by the stages and processes of the ADDIE model for 
instructional design, which provides a necessary structure and order for the 
development of the MOOC. On the other hand, learning in online environments is 
hardly a straightforward and simple process, making it challenging to be approached 
by traditional pedagogical theories. Therefore, the theory of connectivism, which 
perceives learning as a process that is not entirely under the control of the individual 
and occurs within complex and lacking definite form environments (Siemens, 
2005), has been employed.

In the following subsections, the five phases – Analysis, Design, Development, 
Implementation, and Evaluation (of the ADDIE model) – of the course design 
process are explained under the prism of the theory of connectivism. 

2.1. Analysis

In this first phase, the objective was identifying the needs of language learners 
regarding internet use and set the instructional and research goals. Taking 
into account the underlying rationale for developing the MOOC, its aim was 
established as: To support participants in developing their language learning 
strategies, building their PLLE, cultivating their digital skills, and becoming more 
autonomous. The topics established for each week were: (1) PLLE concepts and 
practice, (2) digital tools for enhancing listening, and speaking skills, (3) digital 
tools for enhancing reading and writing skills, and (4) revision. In order to assure 
adequate communication between participants, a B1 level of English was required 
for participation in the course. Regarding the research goals, it was agreed to 
explore whether and to what extent participants in the course alter their strategies 
and ways of using digital tools for language learning.
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2.2. Design

In the design phase, the main instructional strategies, the learning activities, and 
the assessment methods were determined as well as the technologies to be used. 
The aim of each week was designed to have an affordable workload and with the 
objective of developing language and digital skills in a holistic manner.

Each week there was a video lecture introducing the content and activities of 
the week as well as a gamut of different activities. Following the connectivist 
principles, the activities were directed to share and collaborate, learning and 
building knowledge in community (see Table 1).

Table 1. Aims and pedagogical foundations of the activities in the course
Type of task Type of activity Aim Pedagogical 

foundation
(connectivism)

Forum discussion Collaborative Collaborative space 
to share and reflect

Building knowledge 
from diverse 
opinions

Online synchronous 
discussions

Collaborative Direct 
communication 
with peers and tutors

Strengthen 
connections among 
participants 

Creation of 
learning material 
using and reusing 
open educational 
resources

Individual Tailored learning 
materials adapted to 
each learner needs

Building 
participants’ 
capacity to learn

Sharing learning 
materials created 
and/or researched 
by the learners

Individual
 +
Collaborative

Providing self-
created and used 
learning resources

Connecting 
information sources

Questionnaires 
and activities of 
self-reflection

Individual Self-reflection and 
awareness of their 
learning needs

Developing 
participants’ ability 
to see connections 
between concepts 
and ideas

The use of Open Educational Resources (OER) as content served as a starting 
point for encouraging participants to create and share their own learning outcomes 
and products. Data gathering tools were included as part of the learning activities 
proposed in the course in order to minimise their intrusiveness in the learning 
process (see Table 2).
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Table 2. Study and course aims of the data gathering tools implemented as 
learning activities

Data 
type

Data 
gathering tool

Delivery 
format

Aim 
in the course

Aim 
in the study

Quantitative SIL 
Questionnaire 
(Oxford, 1990)

Online 
questionnaire

Raising 
awareness of 
the learning 
behaviour and 
needs among 
the learners

To gain 
knowledge about 
the participants 
learning 
behaviours

Quantitative FLCAS 
Questionnaire 
(Horwitz, 
Horwitz, & 
Cope, 1986)

Online 
questionnaire 

Awareness of 
the emotional 
barriers the 
learners 
experience

To find relations 
between 
emotional 
barriers and 
the use of the 
internet resources 

Qualitative Forum 
participation

Forums on 
Moodle 

Self-reflection 
of learning 
practices and 
difficulties

To gain insight 
into learners’ 
habits and 
problems

Qualitative Synchronous 
online discussion

Recorded video 
conference

To promote 
reflection on the 
topic of the week

Focus group to 
reach the deeper 
layers of the 
participants’ 
behaviour 
and needs

2.3. Development

In this phase, the course curriculum was developed on the Moodle platform. The 
development process required to move back to the design phase quite often, revising 
activities and materials as the research team gained more knowledge and insight 
about the web 2.0 tools and to fine-tune activities and materials. Many OERs were 
used for the course and new ones were created under a creative commons license.

2.4. Implementation

We conducted a pre-pilot of the MOOC in July 2017 to test the course design 
in close-to-real settings to spot flaws and weaknesses. We announced the course 
in social media and 35 people answered the call and registered for the course. 
The pressure of a real audience and the feedback provided by the participants in 
combination with observation of their behaviour, materials use, and performance 
during the pre-pilot was key to complete the course development phase with a 
more realistic perspective. 
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2.5. Evaluation

Course evaluation was designed to include both formative and summative elements. 
Currently, only formative evaluations have been conducted in this pre-pilot study, 
which helped to enhance the content and instructional methods for the forthcoming 
pilot study. They also assured that data gathering tools were harmoniously 
integrated into the course and were adequate for addressing the research questions 
of the project.

3. Results and discussion

The first results from the pre-pilot study reveal that applying the ADDIE model 
for MOOC design can be challenging as it is addressed to anyone on the web. 
For instance, the collaborative environment created in the course and the tasks 
designed with such a purpose presented problems in terms of language barriers. 
Having an audience who is learning different languages limits the possibilities of 
peer to peer assessment. For this reason, some of the tasks needed redesign before 
the implementation in the pre-pilot and will need further adjustments for the pilot 
version of the course.

4. Conclusions

The tests and improvements of this first version of the MOOC show that the 
principles and theory used for course and research design are adequate for 
fulfilling the project design objectives. Putting into practice the course design has 
demonstrated that it is possible to design user-friendly content which includes data 
gathering tools and use data gathering tools as part of the content in a connectivist 
MOOC. However, it is still in its embryonic stage after the pre-pilot course 
implementation so its effectiveness to achieve the learning and research goals was 
not fully evaluated. The upcoming piloting will allow final adjustments for its final 
release. 
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